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Understand your customers’ goals and build an image that is strongly associated with the goal, 
and you shall have brand success 
In 2011, Volkswagen produced a Star Wars-inspired commercial that quickly went viral. It starred 
a boy dressed up as Star Wars villain Darth Vader attempting – without success – to move 
objects in the house by force of will, or in Star Wars lingo, “The Force”. He eventually manages 
to start the family car – a Volkswagen Passat – but is shocked; has he unlocked the power of 
The Force? 
Of course not – it was daddy’s remote ignition key that did the job. For the German carmaker, it 
was another humour-laced commercial that has helped build its brand characteristics: fun-loving, 
standing out from the crowd, and quality engineering. But in light of the emissions scandal, is the 
Volkswagen brand irreversibly tarnished?  
“It will damage brand equity for sure,” assesses Neil Gains of branding agency TapestryWorks. 
“But in some ways, VW, of all the car manufacturers, are one of the few brands who might get 
away with it. Because of their consistency and the emotional connection people have with that 
brand, they’ve built up a lot of goodwill. They will need to trade in some of that goodwill to get 
over this situation. 
“The way out is to be completely transparent and honest in what they are doing to address the 
problem, and that people see them being so. Their way out is the same as their way in, which is 
to keep advertising and build that strength of connection, and being consistent . The one thing 
they shouldn’t do now is change what their brand stands for – that would be the death knell for 
the brand.” 
Knowing your customer 
In the same way Volkswagen built their brand by projecting an image of understated quality 
adorned with cheeky humour, other brands have done so by developing an association with 
other qualities. Gains listed the examples of Harley-Davidson (freedom and being different) and 
Lego (creativity and imagination) as companies with strong, consistent branding. While these 
organisations created brand equity with polished advertisements and commercials, Gains says it 
is more important to be clear on what the advertising is meant to say. 
“It’s about understanding the customer’s goal,” Gains told Perspectives@SMU. “Unless you are 
matching your customer’s goal, they will not consider you. This is very much tied to the context in 
which they use your product or service. 
“My advice is always to understand the goals and context, and then build your advertising to 
build associations which link your brand to those two things. If you do that long enough and 
consistently enough, you’ll be successful.” 
In a public lecture organised by the SMU Centre for Marketing Excellence titled “The beauty of 
implicit feelings: Marketing and research for the age of the image”, Gains mentioned the work of 
social psychologists Shalom Schwartz and Milton Rokeach as a way to discovering what a 
customer wants. Schwartz and Rokeach dealt mainly with human values such as power (desire 
for status and prestige), conformity (desire to fit into groups), or hedonism (desire for pleasure) 
etc. 
To illustrate his point, Gains presented the findings of his research on beauty amongst Muslim 
women in Malaysia and Indonesia. 20 to 30 of them were invited to talk about the question: What 
is the beauty that you desire for yourself? These women were then asked to pick three to five 
cards from a stack of 80 with different pictures on them. About six cards, each with nuanced 
differences, represented a certain value modified from Schwartz’s and Rokeach’s work. 
"My advice is always to understand the goals and context, and then build your 
advertising to build associations which link your brand to those two things." 
For Indonesia, a big number of women picked a card that corresponded with intelligence. 
“Indonesian women want to be seen as smart, and for people to come to them for advice,” Gains 
explains. Many of the Indonesian women also picked a card with a picture of a different-coloured 
egg amongst several other eggs of a single colour: “There’s a huge tension between ‘I want to 
stand out and be noticed’ and ‘I want to be part of the group” was how Gains describes the 
Indonesian view on individualism as a marker for beauty. “I’m a different colour but I am still an 
egg – that’s essentially Indonesian!” 
In Malaysia, the concern for body shape was quite prominent, says Gains. That is perhaps 
unsurprising in light of the 2014 research by UK medical journal, The Lancet, which found that 
nearly half of all Malaysian women were overweight. Malaysian women also picked a card that 
represented a need for spousal intimacy, which hints at the rising rate of divorce among Muslims, 
which more than doubled from 2004 to 2012. 
“These cards reveals what people think but would not otherwise tell you,” Gains says. 
Thinking fast and slow  
How, then, do you use such information to creating brand value? Mentioning Economics Nobel 
Prize winner Daniel Kahneman’s best-selling book Thinking, Fast and Slow, Gains emphasises 
the need to focus on the “System 1” instinctive, emotional mode of thought over the logical and 
deliberate “System 2”. To do so, one needs to speak the language of the brain: experience. 
“Images get processed in the blink of an eye; words take longer,” explains Gains on the power of 
visual advertisement. “We think experientially, and a lot of our experience is visual. 
“If you look at language, it is very rich in metaphors. Most of the metaphors we use are sensory 
and physical. Why is that? It’s because it’s what the brains understands. Metaphors help the 
brain translate concepts back into its own language, which is experience. Our first experience of 
emotion is visual, it’s our first language.”  
He elaborates, “Most (purchase) decisions happen in an automated way because it’s much 
easier for the brain. The brain uses about 20 percent of the body’s energy but it makes up only 
two to three percent of its mass. It takes a lot of energy to maintain it. The brain tries to make 
things as efficient as possible by automating certain responses so no effort is spent making the 
thousands of routine everyday decisions.” 
Is there, therefore, no place for System 2 thinking in advertising and building up a brand? Not so, 
says Gains. 
“In your daily purchases, you do need a little system 2 rational argument because that kind of 
advertising helps post-rationalisation. It helps you make some kind of excuse to justify buying 
what you buy, such as a buy-1-get-1 free promotion. 
“You don’t ignore system 2 entirely but on balance advertisers should look more at system 1. 
You have to understand a person’s goal. Find out what it is and tell the person what she wants to 
hear.” 
For jedi wannabes, that might be, "The Force is strong with this one." 
 
